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UNIVERSITY OF NORTH DAKOTA

1992

COMMENCEMENT ADDRESS
BY

PRESIDENT THOMAS
MAY

J.

CLIFFORD

10, 1992

Thank you very much, all of you, and thank you Darlene, for that wonderful introduction, and also for
the honor of bei:,g emeritus in so many things. I was thinking that probably my biggest challenge in
retirement is to get all of that on a business card. But anyway, I'm glad about it and thank you. It
means a lot to me.
Darlene did say that 50 years ago, I was sitting out there where you were. Only it wasn't as nice a
place; it was in the Armory. The Armory was nicer then than it is now. In any case, I still remember
that, because at that time, we had some uncertainty in our lives too. At that time, all of us were pretty
sure of a job, because we all went into the military. And we had no shortage of jobs, which is
something that today you don't have the benefit of.
But it was an exciting and a thrilling time too, because there were so many changes going on. I think
that in certain ways, there's a lot of similarity between the class of '42 and the class of '92. I couldn't
help but notice in the paper some of the comments of the graduates today, and they were talking
about the different things that affected their lives and their outlook, their uncertainties and their fears.
Believe me, every class has the same feelings. It's just a little different environment for them.
Change is endemic. Change happens all the time and we have to live with it, become prepared for it,
and of course I think that's exactly what you've been about these last few years as you come in and
do all the things that merit your recognition here today. So there's not much difference in that.
She [Darlene Leinen] mentioned President West. We talk about changes in the University. I still
remember in 1954 I was with President John West, and we drove to the edge of the campus, which
was then the Gamma Phi house. There was nothing on the other edge of the Coulee. And we were
talking about buying 15 acres of land out there and wondered if we'd ever use it. I asked President
West, "How big is this University going to be do you think?"
And he said, "Well, if everything goes well, in 15 or 20 years, we'll have at least 3,000 students." Well,
you know, we had only about 2,000 at that time. And I often think about that, and I say, "Why don't
we make better judgements?" But you know, I've thought, at the time, that wasn't a bad guess.
Because we didn't have any student aid, we didn't have any Federal aid for people. Only about 26
percent of the high school graduates in North Dakota went on to college. So that wasn't a bad guess.
But we can't estimate what the changes are. And the changes then were great. Enormous financial
aid. We had all that to look forward to. We had a different type of people graduating and going on to
school. [There was] a greater desire to do that. Accessibility. We didn't have that before then. So all
of that changed things, and what a difference that did make.
We can't forecast with any certainty what the future is going to be for us. We know pretty well who
holds the key to it. But we can't really forecast what that is. And consequently, with the enormous
changes in technology, with the changes in research, and the pace of the change, which is even more
significant, it's so hard to make a forecast of what's going to happen in the next 10 years, or even five.
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Look at that. They said, "Maybe we'll never have anything out in that patch of land, that 10 acres."
Well, what's on there now? All our resident student housing. All our family housing. The marvelous
Center for Aerospace Sciences, and all their buildings. And it's continuing to grow. That's all out
there, and it wasn't even contemplated 35 years ago. It takes time for those changes to come about,
and we can't forecast them.
Look at the changes in the political environment. Those were the Eisenhower days, very
conservative, very opulent, really, in terms of economic situations. We had good tax money, we were
the leaders of the world, we'd just won a World War, and we were coming off of all the things that that
brings. Now, of course, we look at what's happening in the world and some of the map companies
have even suspended putting out new maps until the countries settle down, especially in Russia.
Who would have ever thought, in 1989, that we'd be dividing up the Soviet Union? Who would have
ever thought that Eastern Europe would be divided up into all the tanner countries that were there in
1914? I don't think any of us really thought that. That was only three, four years ago. We were in
Russia in 1989, and I went across the Berlin Wall, and I thought it'd never go down. I thought never in
my lifetime would I see it go down. And here it is, I have a piece of it in my office that one of our
Gennan students brought me. And it's got some of the graffiti on it. I never thought I'd see that.
What a great thing it is to find those changes, and see what a marvelous thing it is for us, not to have
to worry about a nuclear war. Just think of that. Think of how many students graduated from here, in
the last 40 years, that graduated with the thoughts of the potential of a nuclear war. You don't have to
do that. So there's a lot of positive changes.
We know that change is always going to be constant. But the big thing about it is, how do we react to
that change? And that's really your problem. How do you as individuals respond to that change?
Because you're at the beginning of your lives and careers. To me it seems that three things are
ingredients that you need to have.
One is courage. You have to have courage. You can't go into life being afraid. You have to be risktakers. If you take a look at it, the people that have succeeded are mainly risk-takers. And that takes
courage. There are times you have to call the shot. And you can't have a lot of debate about it, you
just have to go out and do it. But the main thing is, DO IT.
The other one is confidence. Have confidence in yourself. You know, we have so much capacity
within us. They tell us, genetically, that we only use 10 percent of our brainpower. Imagine that if you
have turned on another five, you'd all have been Phi Beta Kappas. So, just think of that -- what a
potential we have.
In fact, George Bernard Shaw, the very caustic Irish playwright, said, "People should think more." He
said, "I thought five minutes a day, and became great." Well, he wasn't very modest. All of us can
spare another five minutes of our days, and it would help us a lot. Capacity is enonnous for us. We
just don't know how much we can do. Keep that in mind as you graduate, because I think as I looked
at it, the capacity to roll with the punch, to have the courage to make decisions, to have the
confidence that I was able to do that, and capable of doing that, was one of the biggest things of my
career. I really believe that. It helped me enormously. So those are some of the things.
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The other one is, in North Dakota, we have certain value systems. Some people may think about
them as old-fashioned. But really, they're key to what we're doing in the world today. And one of
them is the fact that we need to recognize the importance of our family and our friends. You know,
when things get tough, when you have these ups and downs in your career, your family and friends
are the ones who are constant. They're always with you. You've got your families here today. Your
families have seen you through all the ups and downs of education, right to this moment. And they're
here, just bursting with pride because you're graduating. But you know, just the fact that you're
graduating, even though you may get off the family payroll, doesn't mean that support will be lacking.
Because they'll always be with you. So that's important.
The other thing is within ourselves. We have to develop the capacity to develop an inner peace, a
serenity, within ourselves. Some people say that's being cocky. That's not it at all. It's like I said in
the confidence factor. You've got to have confidence in yourself.
Many times we think of North Dakota because we're remote, that we might be a step back of the other
people in the country. Let me tell you, that's not the case at all. We're right up there with it. And we
have another thing that's going for us -- most of us have a terrific work ethic. Almost workaholic. And
that means a lot when you get out into the world. Our people still have a tremendous tendency to
think and do for others. Service to others, public service, volunteerism. Such a high ethic in our state.
I'm sure it pervades your instincts too.
I look on our campus and I see our students with so many projects that benefit other people. The
people that come along with programs for the heart fund, the cancer fund, stroke fund, you name it
and they're there. Who takes the little blind children around at Christmas time, and take them
shopping down at Wal-Mart? It's our students. It's you. You learned that while you were here. You
probably brought that with you from your home. It's a very important thing.
We're so close to our immigrant fathers and mothers. I still think we have a vision, the vision of a
greater America, the American dream, you can call it what you like, but it's there with us. Every one of
our people, many of our grandfathers, came here to North Dakota, with the idea that they'd have
things better off for their children than they would have had if they stayed in Europe. We still have
that drive. We still want to have better things for our children. And you want better things for your
children, just as your parents wanted better things for you. And that's one of the reasons why you're
here today.
Service; to others and that vision of what we want, the vision of the American dream, is extremely
important to us. There's a verse in Proverbs that says, "Without vision the people perish." And that's
so very true. If we don't have vision to go out and do things, and the courage to do the things we
think are right, then there isn't much hope for the world.
Another thing in the personal sector: We all wonder about why we do this, and why we do that, and
what we'd like to do. I can look back in retrospect. And at 71 years of age, I've done a few things.
Not all of them great, perhaps, and some of them forgettable. But at the same time, they're things
that are important to me.
But one thing I've never been in doubt about, and Darlene Leinen referred to it. And that is, I'd rather
be in education than any other profession. I truly would rather be in that than any other profession. I
could have been a lawyer, a CPA, a management person. I don't ever regret that choice I made in
1949. And the other one is, I'd rather be doing it in North Dakota. What a wonderful place to work
and live, and raise a family. It's been great for me, it's been great for my family, and I've just loved
every single minute of it.
( continued)
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I've been to four commencements this weekend, and I've heard every change that's possible to hear.
You haven't had the benefit of that. But I'll tell you about it. This is the condensed version, the
Readers Digest of commencement speeches. You take a look at it, they all about said the same
thing. Go out and do what you've gotta do and have a good time doing it. With a lot more flowery
words than that, I'll tell you. And a lot longer. But that's the way it is.
The reason I'm doing this so short today is that I went to the hockey players party last night - and I
survived - and as I walked in, they said, "How long are you gonna talk tomorrow?" because they
wanted to know whether they were gonna come or not. I said, "When I walk into that Fieldhouse, if it's
cool, 10 minutes. If it's hot, seven." So if they' re here today, I'm keeping my word.
So, finally, what are your resources to meet all of these? The first is your education, this part of your
education, which you're completing today. The other one I hope is the intellectual curiosity which our
faculty have aroused in you. The intellectual curiosity to do things and learn things. Because we
constantly have to learn.
I've always said that the best teacher I ever had was my first-grade teacher. I had a lot of good ones,
but she was wonderful. She did two things for me. She taught me how to read, and that was great,
but she taught me to like to read, and that was even better. I hope that you've got some of that. I
hope that they've kindled in you that desire to learn and learn and learn. And then the other thing is,
you've got support. That support is ringed around this gymnasium here this morning. It's ringed
around when you go out and take pictures on the lawn. And your parents will be going out to lunch
and dinner tonight. You'll like that a lot.
And finally, UNO is a marvelous family. You've been part of it for about four, five, six years. But
whatever part that is, you want to remember that you can't escape. You're part of us. And you'll be
part of us all your lives. So whatever we can do for you, and help you with, and the alumni, Earl
Strinden and all of his people, they'll help you. And that's a tremendous asset. It gives you entree
into jobs, it helps you to decide later on to get some friends when you move into a new community.
Don't discard that.
So when you sum it all up, and you look at what you've got facing you, and it is a challenging and
formidable thing. But you've got a lot of resources too. The courage to meet it, the ability to meet it, is
right here in your hearts. That's where you've got to have it. I know you've had it. And I know you'll
continue to use it.
My best wishes to you. I just hope you have a marvelous career, whatever you choose to do, and
may you have good fortune, and health, and family happiness. Thank you.

